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The development of scientific activity in the Ottoman
Empire and other contemporary Muslim countries
has so far attracted little if any attention from either
disciplines of ÔOrientalÕ or Science Studies, despite
the long established fact that in the ÔclassicalÕ age, Is-
lamic civilization actively contributed to the elabora-
tion of scientific traditions, which originated in differ-
ent surrounding cultures (Hellenistic, Sassanid, Indi-
an, etc.). At the Sixth Annual Congress of the German
Middle East Studies Association (DAVO) in December
1999 in Hamburg, the study group on ÔArabic-Ot-
toman Sciences in the Modern PeriodÕ organized a
panel in which five research projects covering the
1 7t h through 19t h centuries were presented.
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Contrary to what Edward SaidÕs notorious ac-
cusations of ÔOrientalismÕ suggest, pupils of
Sylvestre de Sacy, the archetype of Saidian
orientalism, started as early as the mid-19th
century to pinpoint the specific accomplish-
ments of classical Islamic sciences in their
proper historical context.1
However, even today, the assumption of a
gradual decline of Islamic sciences between
the 13th and 18th centuries is hardly contested
Ð though the notion of ÔdeclineÕ is hard to de-
fine.2 The view is held that these sciences
were only rediscovered after the clashes with
European colonialism and imperialism in the
course of the 19th century, when ÔWestern sci-
enceÕ eventually supplanted the ÔclassicalÕ sci-
ences almost completely.3 The fact is, howev-
er, that many disciplines flourished until the
mid-20th century.
Decline of sciences?
A number of possible reasons have been
suggested to account for this alleged decline.
GhazaliÕs Ôdestruction of the philosophersÕ, the
Ottoman defeat in the naval battle at Lepanto
(1571 AD) and subsequent persecution of Ôhu-
manistÕ scholars,4 and the missing connection
between scholars and artisans Ð a crucial fac-
tor in the rise of modern Western science5 Ð
are some examples.
Each of these factors, however, can arguably
be called into question. A condemnation of
the tenets of natural philosophy occurred in
Paris 1270/77; the Inquisition threatened Eu-
ropean scholars in the same period Schulze
examines in the Ottoman Empire; and, on the
other hand, the connection between learning
and the trades is documented (e.g. in a rele-
vant number of instances in al-JabartiÕs fa-
mous chronicle of Egypt covering the years
from 1694 to 1821); to name but a few.6
Remarkably, scholars in the colonized coun-
tries, very early on, confronted the challenge
of Western technological superiority, reacting
with bewilderment, as in the case of al-Jabarti,
yet without questioning the superior moral
and cultural values of Islam. Thus, the self-pro-
claimed moral and cultural superiority of Islam
inaugurated a whole new thread of apolo-
getic literature during the Arab Renaissance
(nahda), projecting the ideal fulfilment of Is-
lamic duties back to the times of the pious an-
cestors of early Islam (as-salaf as-salih, hence:
salafiyya).7 Though the structure of discourse
is changing in the course of decolonization,
there is considerable continuity between the
thoughts of al-Afghani, cAbduh, Rida, al-
Banna, and Qutb and the present day teach-
ings of the Muslim Brethren.8
Paradoxically, many ÔorientalÕ thinkers today
seem to subscribe to this traditional account
which claims that there is a remarkable intel-
lectual gap encompassing half the history of
Islam.9
C o n t i n u i t i e s
More recent research in the history of sci-
ence presents a different picture. Sonja Brent-
jes (Frankfurt am Main) who was unable to at-
tend the panel had a paper read ÔOn the rela-
tion between the Ottoman Empire and the
West European Republic of Letters (17th - 18th
centuries)Õ in which she traced a continuous
flow of scientific knowledge across the
Mediterranean Sea which contradicts the
Ôiron curtainÕ concept promulgated by, for ex-
ample, Edward Lewis.
At the same time, classical texts continued
to be read and annotated throughout the
18th century which is documented by the
reading and possession marks on Islamic
manuscripts preserved in libraries around the
world, as Franois Charette (Frankfurt am
Main) pointed out in his contribution on the
library of the Ottoman scholar Mustafa Sidqi
(d. 1769). Likewise, modern commentaries on
classical texts may well include an apprecia-
tion of the latest data from scientific observa-
tions. It therefore appears that, on the one
hand, detailed studies are still urgently re-
quired in order to document the available
sources of scientific activity to which little at-
tention has been paid thus far10 Ð a conse-
quence of the self-fulfilling prophecy that lit-
tle of interest was to be found in more recent
documents. On the other hand, it seems nec-
essary to take a broader look at the manifold
institutional settings where different forms of
scientific ventures might have been pursued.
Institutions of science and
networks of learning
Though it is assumed that a specific set of
institutions in the West supported the Scien-
tific Revolution (such as universities, corre-
spondence networks, learned societies, pri-
vate presses, and scientific journals),11 there is
some evidence that in the Islamic cultures
one might rather have to examine different
spaces of research and communication (from
mosques and Sufi brotherhoods12 to observa-
tories, hospitals, the hajj, private salons, mili-
tary institutions, etc.). Stefan Reichmuth
(Bochum) presented his work on the Indian-
born scholar Murtada az-Zabidi (1732-1791),
who created an intellectual network around
his dwellings in Medina and Cairo, which ex-
tended throughout the Muslim world, from
West Africa and Ethiopia to Anatolia and Cen-
tral Asia.13 Networks of teaching in the Mus-
lim world from the 18th to 20th century are the
subject of a Junior ScholarsÕ Research Group
based at the Ruhr University in Bochum, co-
ordinated by Michael Kemper.
While in the second half of the 19th century,
when Arab scholars discussed contemporary
Western scientific theories, the discursive
structures of the initial treatise and commen-
tary literature (rasaÕil, shuruh) still remained
visibly rooted in traditional forms of scientific
practice,14 this did not prevent Arab scientists
from participating in Western-based interna-
tional scientific ventures like the global map-
ping of geomagnetism. Rainer Brmer
(Jena/Gttingen) showed in his paper how
the later director of the Egyptian observatory,
Mahmoud Bey al-Falaki (1815-85), in the
1850s travelled through a number of Euro-
pean countries, publishing his geophysical
data in different periodicals.15
Science and the public
The second half of the 19th century saw the
massive spread of interest in scientific mat-
ters to a growing literate public, in the ÔWest-
ernÕ world, but to a similar degree in the Arab
speaking countries. Dagmar Gla§ (Leipzig)
characterized in her study the relationship
between Arab journalists and their readership
in the late 19th century as a Ôpedagogical dia -
logueÕ in which the former actively sought to
create a public understanding of science. In
this process, only subsequently would the im-
portance of religious aspects of science gain
greater importance, which leads to a more
fundamental question dominating much of
the contemporary debate: Can science be Is-
lamic?
From a completely different point of view,
over the last three decades a number of pro-
jects has been initiated by Muslims through-
out the Islamic world and in the diaspora
which aims at creating an ÔIslamic scienceÕ or
the ÔIslamization of scientific knowledgeÕ
(ISTAC in Kuala Lumpur, IIIT in Herndon/Vir-
ginia, etc.).16 On closer inspection, many con-
tributions to this contemporary debate rather
a-critically subscribe to the assumptions of
Western Ôscientific fundamentalismÕ (Ziaud-
din Sardar) which is to be Islamized in form
rather than in content.17 In this respect, the
ÔIslamized disciplinesÕ show less similarity to
classical Arabic sciences than, perhaps, the
writings of the 19th century Darwinism de-
bate in which a considerable number of Arab
Christian authors were involved. '
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It is the intention of the study group on ÔArabic-Ottoman Sciences
in the Modern PeriodÕ to create a platform for the discussion of
ongoing research on these and related issues, as well as to create
a wider awareness of the desiderata in the field, thus possibly
attracting more scholars to Modern Islamic Science Studies and
offering an interface of discussion between Western-based
Science Studies and Islamic science projects, bridging the
historical gap between the ÔlingeringÕ classical sciences (B. Lewis)
and the present Islamic science debate. At the next DAVO
congress in Mainz (12-14 October 2000), another panel on Arabic-
Ottoman Sciences is planned.
